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The United States Commission on Civil Rights 

The United States Commission on Civil Rights, first created by the Civil Rights Act of 1957, 
and reestablished by the United States Commission on Civil Rights Act of 1983, is an 
independent, bipartisan agency of the Federal Government By the terms of the 1983 act, as 
amended by the Civil Rights Commission Amendments Act of 1994, the Commission is charged 
with the following duties pertaining to discrimination or denials of the equal protection of the 
laws based on race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin, or in the administra- 
tion of justice: investigation of individual discriminatory denials of the right to vote; study and 
collection of information relating to discrimination or denials of the equal protection of the law; 
appraisal of the laws and policies of the United States with respect to discrimination or denials 
of equal protection of the law; maintenance of a national clearinghouse for information 
respecting discrimination or denials of equal protection of the law; investigation of patterns 
or practices of fraud or discrimination in the conduct of Federal elections; and preparation and 
issuance of public service announcements and advertising campaigns to discourage 
discrimination or denials of equal protection of the law. The Commission is also required to 
submit reports to the President and the Congress at such times as the Commission, the 
Congress, or the President shall deem desirable. 

The State Advisory Committees 

An Advisory Committee to the United States Commission on Civil Rights has been established 
in each of the 50 States and the District of Columbia pursuant to section 105(c) of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1957 and section 3(d) of the Civil Rights Commission Amendments Act of 1994. 
The Advisory Committees are made up of responsible persons who serve without compensation. 
Their functions under their mandate from the Commission are to: advise the Commission of 
all relevant information concerning their respective States on matters within the jurisdiction 
of the Commission; advise the Commission on matters of mutual' concern in the preparation 
of reports of the Commission to the President and the Congress; receive reports, suggestions, 
and recommendations from individuals, public and private organizations, and public officials 
upon matters pertinent to inquiries conducted by the State Advisory Committee; initiate and 
forward advice and recommendations to the Commission upon matters in which the 
Commission shall request the assistance of the State Advisory Committee; and attend, as 
observers, any open hearing or conference that the Commission may hold within the State. 
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The Michigan Advisory Committee submits this report, Discipline in Michigan Public Schools and 
Government Enforcement of Equal Education Opportunity, as part of its responsibility to advise the 
Commission on civil rights issues within the State. The Advisory Committee is indebted to the staff of 
the Midwestern Regional Office for statistical analysis, background research, and editorial assistance 
in the development of this report. The report was unanimously adopted by the Advisory Committee by 
a 13-0 vote. 

The Advisory Committee held a factfinding meeting on August 3 and 4, 1994, to obtain perspectives 
and facts on the administration of discipline in Michigan secondary public schools. Those invited to 
participate included the Governor, the State board of education, government officials, researchers, the 
local school districts of Lansing and Ypsilanti, other local school administrators, community groups, 
and parents. The Michigan Board of Education, the Office for Civil Rights of the U.S. Department of 
Education, the Lansing Public School District, and the Ypsilanti Public School District were afforded 
the opportunity to review the report prior to its submission to the Commission. 

The Advisory Committee finds minority students in Michigan being suspended and expelled from 
public schools at a disproportionately higher rate than nonminority students. Acknowledging that a 
finding of disproportionate discipline is not tantamount to a judgment of discrimination, such findings 
are disturbing. With productivity — both for individuals and society — related to educational: achieve- 
ment, such school practices may lead to a group of citizens less educated, less prepared, and less willing 
to contribute to society. 

Of additional concern to the Advisory Committee is finding that, in the face of this disproportionate 
discipline, neither the State, through the Michigan Department of Education, nor the Federal Govern- 
ment, through the Office for Civil Rights, U.S. Department of Education, has invested time or resources 
to assist local school officials examine this problem and determine if alternative or corrective measures 
could be taken. 
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I n releasing the 1993 U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights monitoring report, Enforcement of 
Equal Employment and Economic Opportunity 
Laws and Programs Relating to Federally As- 
sisted Transportation Projects , former Chair- 
person Arthur A. Fletcher spoke of the need for 
vigorous civil rights enforcement to ensure do- 
mestic racial peace. 

If we as a Nation are going to address the pervasive 
causes of racial tension and urban unrest, and put an 
end to the cycle of rioting that has most recently shaken 
cities like Los Angeles, Atlanta, and Washington, D.C., 
a vigorous civil rights enforcement effort is critically 
needed . 1 

William J. Bennett, former Secretary of Educa- 
tion, often stressed the importance of education, 
and wrote in support of the responsibility society 
has in providing equal educational opportunity. 

Plato taught that a civilization faces one fundamental 
task above all other the upbringing, nurture, and pro- 
tection of its children. This solemn commitment must 
be upheld in special measure with respect to those in 
our society with special needs. 

In education, the primary responsibility for meeting 
those needs rightly belongs with State and local au- 
thorities. But the Federal government can — indeed, the 
Federal government must — assist those efforts. It 
must, for example, ensure equal access and opportunity 
in education for all its citizens. It should provide na- 
tional leadership by focusing the country’s attention on 



quality education. It should serve as a clearinghouse of 
important research and statistical findings. And it 
should provide assessments on educational programs 
which will improve educational performance. 

At the Federal level, the Office for Civil Rights 
(OCR), U.S. Department of Education, enforces 
four Federal statutes that prohibit discrimination 
in programs and activities receiving Federal fi- 
nancial assistance. Discrimination on the basis of 
race, color, and national origin is prohibited by 
title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964; sex dis- 
crimination is prohibited by title IX of the Educa- 
tion Amendments of 1972; discrimination on the 
basis of disability is prohibited by section 504 of 
the Rehabilitation Act of 1973; and age discrimi- 
nation is prohibited by the Age Discrimination 
Act of 1975. 

The principal enforcement activity of OCR is 
the investigation and resolution of complaints. In 
addition OCR addresses potential systemic prob- 
lems by conducting compliance reviews of se- 
lected institutions. 3 On December 11, 1990, OCR 
released its “National Enforcement Strategy” for 
FY 1991 and 1992. In that strategy, OCR set out 
its enforcement goals for the next 2 years, and 
included six priority issues for special emphasis. 
One of those issues was discrimination on the 
basis of race and national origin in student disci- 
pline. 4 

The State of Michigan has two agencies that 
deal with civil rights enforcement in education. 
The Michigan Department of Civil Rights is 



U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, news release, Jan. 11, 1993. 

U.S. Department of Education, "Educating Students With Learning Problems: A Shared Responsibility,* foreword by 
William J. Bennett, November 1986. 

Oflioe for Civil Rights, U.S. Department of Education, "Education and Title VI." 

U.S. Department of Education, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, National Enforcement Strategy for Civil 
Rights FYs 1991-1992 (Dec. 11, 1990). 
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mandated by law to protect the rights of students 
and has the authority to receive and investigate 
complaints in education where discrimination 
based on race, sex, religion, national origin, age, 
marital status, or disability is alleged. The Mich- 
igan Department of Education accepts complaints 
from parents and guardians of children in public 
schools. Among the common categories of com- 
plaints are: behavioral problems, discipline, sus- 
pension, and expulsion. 

Charles Vergon reported that in 14 out of the 
17 years since the inception of the Gallup Educa- 
tional Survey, student discipline has ranked as 
the single greatest public concern regarding our 
nation’s schools. A succession of studies, initially 
focusing on school disruption in the late 1960s, 
then student rights in the early 1970s, and, more 
recently, on violence and vandalism has made 
school discipline a staple of our public debates on 
education. 5 

Michigan ranks sixth in the Nation in its reli- 
ance on suspensions and expulsions as a disciplin- 
aty tool. 6 Although there is no recent data to 
indicate Michigan’s current rating, anecdotal tes- 
timony would suggest that it has not improved. 
Between 1978 and 1986, school suspensions in the 
State increased by 40 percent. African American 
and Hispanic students in Michigan were sus- 
pended during this period at much higher rates 
than whites. 

Between 1976 and 1986, the suspension rate 
for African Americans was 167 per 1,000 stu- 
dents; for Hispanics the rate was 100 per 1,000 
students. The rate of suspensions for whites was 
56 per thousand students. American Indian and 
Asian students were suspended at rates lower 
than whites. 7 One recent local study showed this 
pattern continuing. In the 1990-1991 school year, 
Ypsilanti black students, who are one-third of the 



school population, accounted for nearly two- 
thirds of the disciplinary suspensions. 6 

There are two government agencies charged 
with collecting data on school discipline; those 
data are sparse and virtually nonexistent. Section 
388.1757 of the Michigan State School Aid Act 
requires “each district . . . furnish the department 
[of education] the information . . . that is neces- 
sary for the preparation of suspended or expelled 
students in grades K to 12 as required by section 
307 of the 1991-92 department of education ap- 
propriations act” 9 In addition, OCR is charged 
with collecting survey data from districts in the 
State on the type of discipline and the race of the 
disciplined student 

Although public education has always received 
a great deal of attention, the interest has in- 
creased in recent years as economic and social 
concerns have increased over the role of public 
education and its cost In 1989 President Bush 
and the Nation’s Governors identified six mqjor 
goals that public education should attain by the 
year 2000. The six goals are: 

• Goal 1 — readiness: All U.S. children will 
start school ready to learn. 

• Goal 2 — high school completion: The high 
school graduation rate will increase to at least 
90 percent 

• Goal 3 — academic outcomes: U.S. students 
leaving grades 4, 8, and 12 will have demon- 
strated competency in important subjects such 
as english, mathematics, science, history, and 
geography; in addition, students will be pre- 
pared for responsible and productive lives as 
citizens and employees. 

• Goal 4 — science and mathematics: U.S. stu- 
dents will be the first in the world in science 
and mathematics. 
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Charles B. Vergon, "Disciplinary Actions in Michigan Public Schools: Nature. Prevalence and Impact 1978-1986 * 
Law and Policy Institute. University of Michigan, unpublished (hereafter cited as Michigan Disciplinary Actions).’ 
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